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In the Philippines/En Filipinas: Prose and Poetry/Prosa y Poesia
Jaime Gil de Biedma
Vibal Foundation, 2016. 688 pages.

“Yo. Mitad Calibdn, Mitad Narciso”

aime Gil de Biedma (1929-90) remains an intriguing figure in Spanish
literature, who, as an executive in the Compaiia General de Tobacos
de Filipinas, periodically lived in the Philippines. In the Philippines/En
Filipinas puts together an omnibus collection of his poems, Las personas
del verbo, and his memoir Retrato del artista en 1956. These come with
translations into English! by Alice M. Sun-Cua, Jose Ma. Fons Guardiola,
and Wystan de la Pefa, who also annotated the memoir; introductory
and explanatory matter by Luis Antonio Calvo Castafio, Carlos Madrid
Alvarez-Pifer, and Gaspar Vibal (who also annotated the poems); and
pre-publication reviews by Sarah Raymundo and Josue Sim Zuniega.
The book aims to capture the legacy of one of the most unique Spanish
poets of the twentieth century. Per Vibal’s introduction, “the legend of
a postcolonial Odysseus—who in two decades continually sojourned to
the islands of Circe [i.e., the Philippines] and then back again to Ithaca
[Spain]—Ilives on as a lasting legacy for many more generations to come”
(43).
The epigraph of this review was how Jaime Gil de Biedma
described himself: “Yo. Mitad Calibdn, Mitad Narciso” (I half-Caliban and
half-Narcissus; 236-237). The dual aspect of his persona is represented

1 All translations of poetry that appear in this Review are taken from those provided by Sun-Cua and
Guardiola.
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by two literary icons: Caliban, the beast isolated and enslaved in an
island and waiting to be found and freed in William Shakespeare’s The
Tempest; and Narcissus, the figure in Greek mythology, as arrogant as
he was beautiful, who fell in love with his reflection on the water, just
to fossilize, dying in the shape of a flower, certainly one of the key fables
in Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Gil de Biedma’s contradictions, alongside the
theme of self-consciousness, emerge recurrently in his works. The self-
characterization is apt; his double life comes through clearly in the book,
not just as a side note or anecdote. Carlos Madrid Alvarez-Pifier, Director
of the Instituto Cervantes de Manila at the time of publication, in his
foreword, “Gil de Biedma en 1956: Un reencuentro con su literatura”
[Gil de Biedma in 1956: A Reunion with His Literature], described Gil
de Biedma as

the man of many contradictory characters: during the day,
a socialite, a senior executive of a multinational company,
and an obedient son, who at night is transformed into a
melancholic poet, voracious reader, leftist supporter,
nocturnal adventurer, and an avid drinker. The poet seeks
freedom through transgression in the depths of Manila and
Barcelona. (xvii)

Studying his works, one sees that Gil de Biedma did embrace contradiction;
he treated it as something natural and took no issue with it. This quality
elevated his reflections—positive thoughts stemming out of brutal
honesty. As one example, his true persona comes to the fore in the poem
“Contra Jaime Gil de Biedma/Against Jaime Gil de Biedma,” from which
these lines are extracted:

Te acompanan las barras de los bares
ultimos de la noche, los chulos, las floristas,
las calles muertas de la madrugada

y el ascensor de luz amarilla (192)
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(The late night bars, the pimps,
the florists, the dead streets at dawn,
and the dimly lit elevator follow you) (193)

Coupled with the tension between respectability and his sexual
nonconformity is the tension between the races that Gil de Biedma
found himself caught in. He was conscious about the issues between the
Philippines and Spain. His memoir of Manila, Las islas de Circe, speaks
of the racist and petulant high classes and circles that he had to deal
with (“. .. their unbearable and opinionated sufficiency and hopeless
racism” [259]) when he stayed in the city, all the while daydreaming about
spending time with the boys working at the hotel where he was billeted.

En Filipinas is not shy about showing how Gil de Biedma embraced
his conflicting ideas (divided by geographical locations, Barcelona vs.
Salamanca), but also his love for Manila and the Philippines. He wrote,
“My job made me live for long periods in Manila, a city that I adore
and find less exotic than Seville, because I understand it better” (235).
He poignantly to be a leftist but could not practice the tenets of the
Left anymore, as if his politics were an old an abandoned religion. His
upbringing and social status conflicted with his empathy for humankind
and understanding of the life conditions of regular folk and working
classes, particularly in the Philippines. His reality, though, was tied
to the Spanish cultural elite and as he grew older and apart from the
Philippines, his social context prevailed.

Going back to Vidal’s introduction to En Filipinas, one will find
that he captures the author’s ethos clearly in this one statement: “Gil de
Biedma firmly believed in poetry as a mode of knowledge, rather than an
empty exercise of writing ‘literature’ (10). Gil de Biedma treated poetry as
avehicle for self-knowledge, and crafted verses while journeying through,
and making sense of his own mind and reality. This is particularly clear
in his poem “El juego de hacer versos/The Game of Making Verses™
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Aprender a pensar

en renglones contados

—Y no en sentimientos

con que nos exaltdbamos—

Y los poemas son

un modo que adoptamos

para que nos entiendan y

que nos entandamos (185, 187)

(To learn to think

in metered lines

—and not in feelings

that would intoxicate us—

And the poems are

a way that we adopt

so that we can be understood

and understand each other) (186, 188)

In addition to these two stanzas that explicitly manifest Gil de Biedma’s
keen interest in understanding himself and his surroundings, other verses,
such as the ones closing “Ampliacidn de estudios/Furthering of Studies,
expose his process of growing and acquiring knowledge more implicitly:

3]

esa efusion imprevista, esa imperiosa

revelacion de otro sentido posible, mds profundo
que la injusticia o el dolor; esa tranquilidad

que la absolucidn, que yo sentia entonces,

¢no eran sencillamente la gratificacion furtiva
del burguesito en rebeldia
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que ya suefla con verse
“tel qu'en Lui-méme enfin l’éternite le change?” (91)

(that unforeseen pouring out, that imperious
revelation of another possible meaning, deeper
than injustice or pain, that tranquility

of absolution, that [ would feel then,

were they not simply the furtive gratification

of the bourgeois boy rebelling

and dreaming to see himself

“tel qu’en Lui-méme enfin l'éternite le change?”) (92)

By discussing his findings and personal and artistic evolution, Gil de
Biedma’s poetry becomes an exercise in humility; that is, the poet opens
himself to public scrutiny, the more as we delve further into his works.

What adds value to En Filipinas is its “apparatus.” The book is
an excellent bilingual edition that includes images, photographs and
information beyond the actual poems and memoir. This ample edition
integrates all kinds of different information that allow the reader to
fully understand the multiple aspects that form Gil de Biedma’s life and
creations. The extensive onomastic and thematic indexes, will clearly
help researchers. The careful translations provided by UP Diliman
professors—the beloved late Wystan de la Pena and the multifaceted
and capable Daisy Lopez—enrich the scope of this author. Similarly,
the annotated bibliography is thorough and extremely useful, as the
entries are classified by genres, and secondary sources are also listed.
The chronology provided is not just of Gil de Biedma’s life (both personal
and professional), but a timeline that shows the intersection of Spanish
and Philippine histories on the one hand, and the poet’s life and works,
providing the larger context. Even the blurbs are enlightening as they
offer some further clarification about the Caliban-Narcisus contradictions
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mentioned before, as this one is by the Spanish poet Luis Antonio de
Villena:

Jaime tenia amor (y tuvo amores) en Filipinas aunque el motivo
de la mayoria de sus vigjes fuera laboral . . . Jaime atribuia a sus
estancias—y se ve en algunos de sus poemas— . . . una carga de
romanticismo y sensualidad—de sensualidad sobre todo (Jaime
had a lover [and he had loves] in the Philippines, although for
the most part his trips were work-related . . . Jaime charged
his visits—and this is seen in some of his poems— . .. with
the quality of romance and sensuality—especially sensuality).2

Ultimately, In the Philippines/En Filipinas is a comprehensive
edition that sets a high standard for the study of the author’s works that
will be very useful to researchers as well as casual readers interested in
Gil de Biedma.

JORGE GONZALEZ DEL POZO
jorgegdp@umich.edu
University of Michigan Dearborn

2 Translation by the reviewer.
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